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1. Introduction

This booklet, and its AGCAS companion Applications, CVs
and Covering Letters available in your careers service or on
www.prospects.ac.uk/links/appsinterviews, is for all
students and recent graduates who want to succeed at
interviews. You may be applying for a full-time or part-
time job, an internship or work placement or for
postgraduate study.
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This booklet deals with what you can expect at
interviews and assessment centres, and discusses the
process of making a decision about any offers you may
receive.

2. Types of interview

Interviews are a crucial part of the recruitment process
for all organisations. Their purpose is to give the selector
a chance to assess your suitability for the role and for you
to demonstrate your abilities and personality. It’s also an
opportunity for you to ask questions and to make sure
the organisation and position are right for you. After an
interview you should ask yourself ‘do | want this job?’

Interview format

Interviews take many different forms. Always ask the
organisation in advance what format the interview will
take.

COMPETENCY/CAPABILITY BASED INTERVIEWS

These are structured to reflect the competencies or
capabilities that an employer is seeking for a particular
job (often detailed in the job specification. If you do not
have one - ask). You will have focused on these in your CV
and application form.

All candidates are asked more or less the same questions.
The organisation determines the selection criteria based on
the roles they are recruiting for and then, in an interview,

examines whether or not you have evidence of possessing
these. Using the information you give us in your
application form and the skills and behaviours we have
identified as being necessary for our graduate
development programme, we can then score your
capabilities based on your examples and evaluate these
against our pre-defined criteria.”

(Recruitment Manager, The Cooperative Group)

CHRONOLOGICAL INTERVIEWS

These work chronologically through your life to date and
are usually based on your CV or a completed application
form.

TECHNICAL INTERVIEWS
If you have applied for a job or course that requires
technical knowledge (e.g. positions in engineering or IT) it
is likely that you will be asked technical questions or have
a separate technical interview to test your knowledge.
Questions may focus on your final year project or on
real/hypothetical technical problems. You should be
prepared to prove yourself but also to admit to what you
don’'t know (stress that you are keen to learn).
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UNSTRUCTURED INTERVIEWS
Sometimes an interview will have no clear structure and
feel more like an informal chat about you, your interests
and your career ambitions.

PORTFOLIO BASED INTERVIEWS
If the role is within the arts, media or communications
industries then you may be asked to bring a portfolio of
your work to the interview, in which case the questions
will centre on your work. You will talk in depth about the
pieces you have chosen to present in your portfolio.

CASE STUDY INTERVIEWS
These can range from a straightforward brainteaser to
the analysis of a hypothetical business problem. You will
be evaluated on your analysis of the problem, how you
identify the key issues, how you pursue a particular line
of thinking and whether you can develop and present an
appropriate framework for organising your thoughts.

Specific types of interview

FACE-TO-FACE INTERVIEWS

These are one-to-one meetings between the candidate
and the interviewer.

PANEL INTERVIEWS
These involve several people sitting on a panel. The actual
number of interviewers can vary but there is usually a
chairperson to coordinate the questions, a specialist who
knows about the job in detail and an HR manager. These
types of interviews are popular in the public sector.

TELEPHONE INTERVIEWS
Telephone interviews are increasingly used by companies
as an integral part of the recruitment process. Most

commonly, they are used as a method of initial screening
but some use them as far down the line as third or fourth
interviews. The majority of companies inform you in
advance and usually pre-arrange a time with you but you
should also be prepared for those who just ring!
Remember, it is just as important to make a good first
impression on the telephone as it is in person.

GROUP INTERVIEWS
Several candidates are present and will be asked
questions in turn. A group discussion may be encouraged
and you may be invited to put questions to the other
candidates.

SEQUENTIAL INTERVIEWS
These are several interviews in turn, with a different
interviewer each time. Usually, each interviewer will ask
questions to test different sets of competencies.
However, you may find yourself answering the same
questions over and over. If this does happen, make sure
you answer each one as fully as the time before.

Professionalism

Once you have sent your application to a company it is
essential that you maintain a standard of professionalism
whilst in the process of organising and attending
interviews. Make sure you return all company calls, even
if it's to say that you are no longer available for an
interview. Let the organisation know if you cannot attend
an interview. Within certain industries you never know
when you might encounter the same people or
companies again.




3. Preparation

Preparation is a key part of any interview process.
Remember, you only have one chance to make a good
first impression!

Practical preparation

WHAT FORMAT IS THE INTERVIEW?

Don't be afraid to ring up and ask:

« How long will the interview last?

< Are there any group exercises?

« Do | need to prepare anything?

e Are there any other tests or selection methods being
used?

Find out who will be interviewing you and their position
within the company. You may want to find out a bit
about them before you meet.

WHERE IS THE INTERVIEW?

Make sure you:

< know how to get to the venue and how long the
journey takes;

« have maps, train times, etc, in advance;

« check for any planned disruptions to road or rail
services;

« leave plenty of time so you are not rushing;

« if necessary, find out if travel and overnight
accommodation are paid for;

« if you have a disability, check the physical access to the
premises and indicate any additional support that you
might require in the interview.

HEALTH AND SAFETY
Tell someone where you are going and when you expect
to return (you may want to leave an address and
telephone number). Beware of going into private
dwellings for an interview.

WHAT TO TAKE?

« the interview letter, with the name(s) of the
interviewer(s) and their address and phone number;

« amap of how to get there;

< acopy of your CV and/or application form;

< anote of the key points you want to make and any
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guestions you want to ask;

« money, for a taxi in case you are running late;

e anumber to call if you are running late but remember
to switch your mobile off before going in to the
interview;

« asmall bottle of water.

WHAT TO WEAR?

« Make sure you are dressed appropriately for the
position for which you are being interviewed. Some
companies have a much more relaxed approach to
dress than others but, if in doubt, wear a suit.

« Ensure that you maintain good standards of personal
hygiene but avoid using overpowering deodorants,
aftershave or perfume.

 Your hair should be neat and tidy and your shoes and
clothes clean.

« Dress appropriately. It is important that you look smart
for your interview but equally important that you feel
comfortable.

« Make sure that your interview outfit is ready the night
before, get a good night’s sleep and set off in good
time.

It is a good idea to avoid alcohol the night before an
interview. Also, smokers should avoid the temptation to
have a cigarette on the way or whilst waiting for an
interview. The smell will be noticeable immediately as
you walk into the interview room.

Mental preparation

It is important to think about how you might answer
certain types of question. How will you provide evidence
of certain qualities? If you are asked about being a team
player, what evidence will you use to show this?

Make sure you cover the five areas below in your mental
preparation.

KNOWLEDGE ABOUT YOURSELF
It is important to remind yourself of the messages you
have conveyed through your CV/application form and be
prepared to discuss anything you have included. Read
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through your application and imagine you are the
interviewer. What questions would you ask in their
position? Make sure you can give at least one positive
example (preferably more) for each of the skills and
attributes the employer is seeking.

Ask yourself these questions:

* Why do | want this job?

» Why should this organisation select me?

* What are my ambitions?

* What are my strengths and weaknesses?

* What have | gained from my degree?

* What skills have | gained from my work-related and
extracurricular activities?

KNOWLEDGE ABOUT THE JOB ITSELF
It is important that you know as much as possible about
the job you are applying for. Read individual AGCAS
Occupational Profiles available at:
www.prospects.ac.uk/links/occupations and, if possible,
speak to people already doing the type of work you are
interested in. Increasingly, employers are adding case
studies of employees to their websites, which can provide
an interesting insight into the day-to-day activities of
certain roles. You do not need to know exactly what you
would be doing but an understanding of the types of
activities you would be involved in will help. Refer to the
job advertisement, job description or person specification
which you should have obtained from the employer.

‘When interviewing graduates our questions relate to the
competencies and skills required for the role. Read the
advert and job description carefully and try to have some
examples that relate to the competencies mentioned.’
(HR Manager, Five)

Ask yourself:

* What does the job involve?

* What skills will | need?

* What examples can | give from work, academic study
or outside interests to show | have the skills the
employer is seeking?

‘Prepare your answers, but avoid sounding as if you have
rehearsed them. Then prepare your attitude: enthusiasm, a
positive outlook and honesty are always the best policies.

Prepare your questions to ask the interviewer as this is
your chance to find out more and we are happy for you to
bring written or prepared questions if that helps you. Of
course, we really want to understand you and what makes
you different, so please be yourself!”

(Recruitment Manager, The Cooperative Group)

If you have a disability you may want to consider at this
stage declaring it to the employer. For help and advice on
when and how to disclose a disability please contact
SKILL (National Bureau for Students with Disabilities) and
look at www.prospects.ac.uk/links/discrimination.

KNOWLEDGE ABOUT THE ORGANISATION
This will demonstrate your interest and enthusiasm for
working for this particular organisation and will help you
to prepare some questions to ask the interviewer. All
employers will expect you to display some understanding
of their business, its size and the sector in which it
operates.

‘Preparation is key — the internet means there is no excuse
for not knowing about the company, its products and
services.” (HR Manager, Five)

Memorising the year’s financial performance is not
necessary but it is important to read recent information
about the organisation and to be aware of its
competitors. Read their graduate recruitment brochure,
have a look at their website and, if possible, their annual
report. Many employer websites have press archives of
articles that have been issued by them or have appeared
in the local/national press.

Questions to ask yourself:

* What do | know about this organisation/
function/subject?

* What attracts me to this organisation/
function/subject?

* What relevant work experience/degree
modules/research projects have | done?

» What experience do | have of relevant technical
skills/techniques?

* What kind of training/additional skills would | like to
gain?



Make sure that you are up to date with developments in
the sector to which you are applying. How is the industry
changing or developing? How are organisations
responding? Consult AGCAS Sector Briefings available in
your careers service or on www.prospects.ac.uk/links/
sectorbs for an overview of a range of employment
sectors.

CURRENT AFFAIRS/COMMERCIAL AWARENESS
Whatever the position you are applying for, don’t be

surprised if you are asked for your views on current affairs

and issues of the day. An interview won't be a general
knowledge test but you should have a general idea and
understanding of what is going on in the world.

YOUR QUESTIONS

Prepare two or three questions to ask the interviewer or
panel. For example, you could ask them to tell you about
the company culture. This can also be a good opportunity
to reveal positive aspects about yourself that the
interviewer’s questions may not have elicited. Good
questions to ask are those that demonstrate your
eagerness to develop within the organisation and take on
responsibility. Questions about training or what the
process is for progression in the company are also a good
idea but make sure these are relevant to the organisation.
This is also a good opportunity for you to demonstrate
your research into the organisation by asking questions
about relevant articles you may have read, for example: ‘I
read in the newspaper last week that you are expanding
into Europe. Is the company thinking of expanding into
any other markets?’
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Remember:

» show an interest — ask about the job, organisation,
employees, products and processes;

» don't ask about pay, pensions or other perks — it is not
appropriate at this stage;

» don't ask questions that have been answered in the
graduate brochure or other literature sent out with the
invitation to interview.

Psychological preparation

Most people feel nervous about interviews. Above all, try
to stay positive and remember that it’s a learning
experience and there is no right or wrong.

If you tend to get anxious, you may want to investigate

ways to relax before your interview.

« Try visualisation exercises as part of your preparation.
Relax and visualise yourself being enthusiastic and
successful at the forthcoming interview. Preparing
yourself for success can make success a more likely
outcome.

 Try positive affirmations to eliminate any negative
feelings. Identify your main concern about the
interview (e.g. ‘everyone else will be better than me’)
and write yourself a positive statement, in the first
person and in the present tense, to address it. You
might try ‘I am the strongest candidate for the job'.
Relax and say your positive affirmation to yourself —
out loud if you can — at the start of the day and repeat
it whenever you are feeling nervous.

« Avoid stimulants such as tea and coffee immediately
before an interview. Drink plenty of water.

e Think positively by focusing on your strengths and
achievements.
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4. The interview

Your CV and application form have already impressed
selectors. The next step is to sell yourself in person.

First impressions

First impressions are crucial. An interview may last for 30
minutes or more but studies have shown that someone
forms judgements about you within four minutes of
meeting you and that these judgements affect their
subsequent impressions. Research shows that first
impressions are made up of the following:

55% visual impact, i.e. dress, facial expressions and
body language;

38% tone of voice;

7% from what you actually say. All is not lost if you are
very nervous at the outset but try to create the best
first impression you can —a warm smile and firm
handshake will help.

Body language
Much of the impact you create at interview is based on
your visual and non-verbal presentation.

Non-verbal presentation is composed of:

How you look - see chapter 3 ‘Preparation’.

How you walk; sit, act - sit reasonably upright —
slouching or leaning too far back in your chair can give
the impression that you are too casual about the
whole thing. If you tend to flap your hands around a
lot when you speak, try to hold them together.
However, don’t cross your arms as it can make you
appear defensive. Moderate hand movements are
perfectly acceptable and can enliven the conversation.
Eye contact - good eye contact is essential and is an
excellent way of conveying your interest in the job.
Looking downwards or at anything other than the
interviewer can make you appear disinterested and
insincere. Maintaining good eye contact can also help
you gauge the interviewer’s reaction to what you are
saying (to see whether you should be expanding on
your answers). With panel interviews, the best advice
is to look at and answer the person asking the
questions, with a glance from time to time at the
other interviewers.

« The style, tone and delivery of your voice - try not to
talk too fast and keep your tone moderate. This can be
difficult when you are nervous but take a deep breath
before you start to answer a question and work on
keeping your answers concise. Rehearse your answers
beforehand and monitor your speed and tone. Don’t
use slang and watch out for too many ‘ers’and ‘ums’.
Practising beforehand, especially in front of someone
else, can help you identify any bad habits.

< How confident you appear to be - try to relax. An
interview is also about deciding if you will fit into the
organisation so try to smile and establish a rapport
with your interviewer.

Their questions

With thorough preparation, you are in a good position to
respond effectively to questions and display knowledge
of yourself, the job and the organisation to which you are
applying. Remember that some interviewers may be
inexperienced and untrained; not only does this mean
that they may be nervous too but also that they may not
be best placed to get the best out of you. You need to
make sure you are providing all the information they
require.

The following points may help:

« Be prepared to talk - avoid yes/no answers and expand
as often as possible. Don’t, however, over-
communicate; it can be tempting to talk too much.
Don't talk yourself out of a job trying to fill silences left
by the interviewer! Take your cue from the interviewer
and, if you are not sure that they have heard enough,
ask if they would like you to continue.

« Ask for clarification if you need it - this not only helps
you to answer the question asked but also
demonstrates confidence and control.

e If you need a moment’s thinking time, take a sip of
water, if available - this will provide you with an
opportunity to think about your answer.

« Use examples from several different experiences,
rather than concentrating on just one aspect of your
life.

« Be positive - don’t use the word ‘but’. Many people



play down good experiences, saying things like: ‘yes, |
have worked as part of a team but that was only in a
bar at weekends’. A more positive summary would be:
‘l worked in a busy bar at weekends with three other
staff and we needed to work well as a team in order to
keep the queues down and keep our motivation up’.

» Be yourself - if you adopt a new persona for the
interview, the result is likely to be insincere and
transparent. Even if you are offered the job, you may
find later that it's not right for the ‘real’ you.

« Remember that honesty is the best policy. If it is
discovered at a later stage that you have been
dishonest, you could be dismissed. Admitting to a
period of poor motivation during your A-levels shows
more integrity than blaming someone else for your
grades. Don't feel that you should cover up incidents
like this; rather, present them as positive learning
experiences.

DIFFICULT QUESTIONS
You may feel that there are certain questions that have
the potential to flummox you. These may include
questions that appear to be an invitation to shoot
yourself in the foot and those asking you to think about
yourself in a different way, such as:

* What is your biggest weakness?

« What would you say has been your greatest failure?
* How would your friends describe you?

« If you were an animal/biscuit, what would you be?

One of the reasons that questions like these are asked at
all is to see how you react. Relax, be honest, keep in mind
the points that you want to make about yourself and
turn the matter around so that you can emphasise the
positive whilst minimising weaker areas. In answer to the
first question, you might say that you tend to be a
perfectionist, which can cause time management
problems but that you have realised this and now ensure
you allocate your time effectively to meet deadlines.

The same strategy can also be used with questions
asking you to think about yourself in a different way. It is
unlikely that your friends would highlight all of the
strengths that you would like to lay claim to but the
question focuses very much on your relationships with
other people. Your answer could cover your loyalty, your
understanding or your readiness to help. The problem is
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that it is sometimes difficult to say things like ‘my friends
think I'm loyal...” without sounding presumptuous and
you may find it easier to precede these glowing
attributes with, ‘I think that my friends would say..." or ‘I
hope that my friends would say..."

PERSONAL QUESTIONS

Recruiters must not discriminate on the grounds of
gender, race, religion, sexual orientation, age or disability.
If you feel uncomfortable about a particular question or
line of questioning, you could say ‘I'm sorry but | don’t
feel comfortable answering that question’. Or ‘I'm not
sure how to answer that at the moment — could we move
on to the next question’. If you feel uneasy or unsafe in
any way then you can end the interview politely and
leave. If you feel that you have been discriminated
against or that your personal safety has been
compromised then please discuss this with your careers
adviser.

Positive endings

This is the chance to ask those questions you prepared
earlier. If the opportunity is not offered, assert yourself
politely and say you have a number of things you would
like to raise and ask if this is the appropriate time to do
so. It is important to close the interview and if it feels
right to you, thank the interviewer and reiterate your
enthusiasm for the job for which you have applied.
Always end the interview on a positive note.

WHAT NEXT?
It is a good idea to ask the interviewer when you can
expect to hear from them. Always keep a diary of
interviews you have attended, and your thoughts about
the job and company. If the interviewer says that they
will contact you by a certain date, it is customary not to
contact them until that time. If by that date you have not
heard anything from the organisation, you may contact
the human resources department to find out the status
of your application. You could do this by phone or email.

EXPENSES

If you have travelled a long way for the interview or have
had to stay overnight, the company may reimburse your
expenses. Check with the company’s human resources
department beforehand and make a note of the
procedure for claiming the money back afterwards.
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5. Tests and excercises

Presentations

Some employers will ask you to prepare a short talk for
presentation to other candidates and/or the selectors.
You may be asked to bring a prepared presentation to the
assessment centre but usually it must be produced on
the day. You could be given a topic for discussion or have
completely free choice; it can be worthwhile to have a
brief presentation on a familiar subject already prepared.
Either way, avoid talking about anything too
commonplace or technical and remember that you could
be asked supplementary questions so it needs to be a
subject on which you have further information to hand.
The subject matter is not necessarily important — the
organisation wants to know that you can structure and
communicate information effectively.

Take note of the following advice:

< Plan your presentation along A-B-A lines: highlight
what you're going to tell them; tell them; and then
summarise what you've told them.

 Limit yourself to no more than six main messages.

« Pitch the level of your talk at an appropriate level for
your audience.

« Don’t give too much detail.

« Support ideas/themes with anecdotes, examples,
statistics and facts.

e Use humour appropriately. Aim for a conversational
delivery and talk from notes, rather than memorising
or reading from a script.

« Make eye contact at some point with all members of
the group and talk to them, not at them.

e Keep to time — bear in mind that your nerves can
speed you up or slow you down on the day.

« Speak clearly, don’t gabble or mumble and talk louder
than you think necessary.

« Be aware of your body language and don't fidget as
you talk.

< Try to get someone to listen to your presentation
beforehand so you know if you have any annoying
habits or if you repeat certain words (‘OK’, ‘er...’, ‘un’,
etc) too often. Ask them to give you feedback.

e Check whether you need to bring your own laptop or

whether a computer will be provided. Find out in what
format to bring your presentation (for example on disk
or USB stick). Ask them what program they expect you
to use — such as MS PowerPoint. If you aren’t confident
creating a presentation — get help. Ask your careers
service or IT department for advice.

« If you are using a laptop or data projector, avoid
walking in front of the screen or reading the
transparencies to your audience — refer to them by all
means but let them illustrate/back up/summarise
what you are actually saying (images are generally
more effective than words). You may want to take
some hand-outs with you to give to the panel.

e Handle any questions using the mnemonic, TRACT:
Thank the questioner; Rephrase the question for the
rest of the audience; Answer the question; Check with
the questioner that they are satisfied; and Thank them
again.

Psychometric/apptitude tests

APTITUDE TESTS

These are timed tests, taken under exam conditions,
designed to measure your intellectual capacity for
thinking and reasoning, particularly your
logical/analytical ability. Increasingly, organisations are
using these tests at a much earlier stage in the selection
process and you may be asked to complete the test
online. The tests are designed for specific roles and are
meant to be challenging but you won't be expected to
have prior knowledge or experience of the role for which
you are applying. Accuracy is more important than speed.
Most tests are multiple choice and designed so that very
few candidates both finish and get the correct answers.
Sample questions may arrive with your letter of
invitation.

If English is not your first language or if you are dyslexic,
you are advised to declare this before the test, as the
organisation might be able to allow you extra time or
grade your results more appropriately. Test materials can
be adapted for the visually or hearing impaired but you
need to alert the assessors to your circumstances in
advance.



Practice tests are available on a number of websites (see
chapter 8 ‘Contacts and resources’) and may also be
available through your careers service.

Whatever your prior test experience:

» pay careful attention to the instructions;

« ask for clarification if you don’t understand something;

« work as quickly and as accurately as you can;

« skip over any questions you get stuck on;

» make sure that you record your answers in the correct
boxes;

« get used to working without a calculator (you may not
be allowed one) and revise basic mathematical
operations if you haven’t done numerical work for a
long time.

PERSONALITY INVENTORIES

These assess your personality and how you might react in
different situations. They are not usually timed, have no
right or wrong answers and are often used to see if you
would fit into the company culture and can identify a
working situation that would suit you. You cannot
practise for these tests but you should answer honestly
and avoid trying to second-guess ‘correct’ answers.

Case study excercises

In these exercises, you are given a set of papers relating
to a particular situation and asked to make
recommendations in a brief report. The subject matter
itself may not be important; you are being tested on your
ability to analyse information, to think clearly and
logically, to exercise your judgement and to express
yourself on paper.

In-tray excercises

These are business simulation exercises in which you are
given a heaped in-tray or electronic inbox, full of emails,
company memos, telephone and fax messages, reports
and correspondence, together with information about
the structure of the organisation and your place within it.
You are expected to take decisions: prioritise your
workload; draft replies; delegate tasks; recommend
action to superiors; and so on. Designed to test how you
handle complex information within a limited time, the
exercise allows you to demonstrate your organisational
and planning skills. Some employers also want to know

TESTS AND EXCERCISES Going for interviews 9

why you have made certain decisions and may ask you to
annotate items in the tray or discuss your decisions later.

Group activities

Most graduate jobs involve working with other people
and most assessment centres involve a substantial
element of group work. Whether you have to complete a
practical task or take part in a discussion, the selectors
are looking for your ability to interact with other people.
Remember that good team working is not always about
getting your ideas taken forward but listening to, and
using, the ideas of others too.

Here are a few tips:

» Get a good grasp of any information you are given but
don’t waste time on minute details.

« In light of the information given, decide objectives and
priorities, make a plan and follow it.

» Be assertive and persuasive, yet diplomatic.

* Remember that the quality of what you have to say is
more important than the quantity.

« Actively listen to what everyone has to say, through
nodding, smiling and eye contact — try to get the best
contribution from everyone (don’'t assume that quiet
members have nothing to contribute). Be inclusive.

« Find a balance between advancing your own ideas and
helping the group to complete the task set.

« Keep your cool and use your sense of humour, where
appropriate.

* Make sure the group keeps to time.

Don't be distracted if a member of the group dominates
the conversation, not allowing anyone else to have a say.
The worst way to deal with this is to try and compete by
shouting over them. A good way of dealing with the
situation is to listen to their views and then suggest that
other members may have input too. Even if this doesn’'t
stop them, the selectors will have picked up on your
efforts to try and include all members of the team, which
will reflect well on you, much more so than trying to
make your voice heard for the sake of it.

PRACTICAL TASKS

You may be asked as a group to use equipment or
materials to make something (how to move a golf ball
from one table to another using a paper clip and pipe
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cleaner, for example). The selectors are more interested in
how the group interacts than in the quality of the
finished product. They will also be assessing your
planning and problem-solving skills and the creativity of
your individual ideas. As with any group activity, get
involved (however silly you consider the task to be).

DISCUSSIONS AND ROLE PLAYS
You may be asked to take part in a leaderless group
discussion or in a role-playing exercise where you are
given a briefing pack and asked to play a particular part.
The assessors are looking for your individual contribution
to the team, as well as your verbal communication and
planning skills.

Assessment centres

Some companies run a series of extended selection
procedures, called assessment centres, each lasting one
or two days or sometimes longer. Usually, these are after
the first round of interviews and before the final
selection but they can be used as an initial selection
process. They are commonly held either on employers’
premises or in a hotel and are considered by many
organisations to be the fairest and most accurate method
of selecting staff. This is because a number of different
selectors get to see you over a longer period of time and
have the chance to see what you can do, rather than
what you say you can do, in a variety of situations.

‘Keep in mind the selection criteria you identified in your
first interview or application form — every test, exercise and
interview will match you against these criteria. The
Cooperative Group assessment centre consists of a number
of exercises, which will include a presentation, an
individual exercise, group work and an interview. The
exercises are designed to measure the skills and behaviours
required to be successful, including flexibility, challenge,
customer focus, cooperative commitment and results
focus. Don’t try and guess the type of person they are
looking for and don’t present yourself in a way that is not
genuine.’ (Recruitment Manager, The Cooperative Group)

Assessment centres typically include a number of

elements:

» Social/informal events, where you could meet a variety
of people, including other candidates, the selectors,

recent graduates and senior management. This is
presented as an opportunity for you to find out about
the organisation and to ask questions in a more casual
setting. These events may appear informal and not part
of the true assessment procedure but you should
behave in a way that reflects well on you. You should
certainly avoid any excesses of alcohol, even if
representatives from the employer encourage you.

» Information sessions, which provide more details about
the organisation and the roles available. Listen carefully,
as the information provided is likely to be more up to
date than your previous research. If you are unclear
about anything, ask. It is useful to have a question
prepared for these sessions but make sure that the
answer has not already been covered. Asking
inappropriate questions just to get noticed will not
impress the selectors.

« Tests and exercises designed to reveal your potential.
Selectors at assessment centres measure you against a
set of competencies and each exercise is designed to
assess one or more of these areas. Don't worry if you
think you have performed badly at any stage; it is likely
that you will have the chance to compensate later on.

‘The assessment centre is not a competition. We are not
looking for how well you perform at the expense of other
candidates; we are looking at your individual performance’
(Recruitment Manager, The Cooperative Group)

In preparation, watch the AGCAS DVD Selection Success in
One, available in your careers service.

You could also ask if your careers service delivers aptitude
tests or runs presentation skills workshops.

If you have a disability that may affect your performance in
any of the exercises mentioned, you should discuss the
matter with the employer before attending the
assessment centre.

An assessment centre usually represents the final round of
selection activity, although some employers might invite
you back for another interview or round of interviews. It is
usual for an organisation to let you know when they
expect to have made a decision and how you will be
notified but don’t be afraid to ask if this has not been
made clear.



A typical assessment day
The following outlines a major graduate employer’s tips
and advice for assessment centres.

PREPARATION

« Visit the website and read our recruitment brochure
and any other recent/available information.

e Draw up a list of your main strengths, particularly
those you feel may be applicable to the area for which
you have applied.

« Consider any areas of potential improvement and
think about how you will address them.

e Think of questions you may want answered at this
stage.

« Plan your journey carefully so that you arrive in good
time for the start of the assessment centre.

« Try to converse with other candidates — pre-existing
relationships can help in group exercises.

WHAT TO EXPECT

* You will be one of six to eight candidates and there
will be four assessors — these are usually managers
from the department to which you have applied.

« You will be interviewed, asked to take part in a number
of exercises and given a numerical reasoning test. The
exercises will be based on the type of work for which
you have applied.

« The exercises, usually undertaken with a number of
other candidates, will take the form of an in-tray or
case study exercise, a presentation and a group
discussion.

< At the end of the assessment, we will ask you for
feedback on the process. This will not impact on any
decisions we make about your performance and we
encourage honesty in your comments.

YOUR PERFORMANCE

* You do not need to prepare for the assessment centre.
We are not assessing what you know but how you
think. Be yourself (at your best).

« Listen carefully to the instructions given to you at the
start of the day and always read the information you
are given thoroughly.
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« Not everyone is good at certain exercises but
remember that the assessment centre will give you a
number of chances to show your strengths and meet
our criteria.

» Remain focused and motivated for the whole day. You
will find it tiring but we will be assessing your level of
motivation throughout.

« You are not in competition with the other candidates
but with pre-determined criteria; it is quite possible
that every candidate will achieve the necessary
standard, in which case offers will be made to all.

YOU WILL LEARN...

= how you react in different situations. You may identify
previously unidentified strengths;

e about the company. Recruitment is a two-way process.
You will have the opportunity to talk with the
assessors and to meet a number of young graduates
with whom you can talk informally over dinner (the
dinner is not part of the assessment but will give you a
chance to learn what life in the company is like and
whether it is for you);

» about the activities in which you may be involved if
you are offered a position with us — the assessment is
loosely based on samples of real work.

CRITERIA
We will assess your performance against pre-determined
criteria that we have identified as being important in our
organisation:

 interpersonal skills;

* team working skills;

« communication skills - both written and oral;

« leadership skills;

» time-management skills;

« listening skills;

* motivation and enthusiasm;

« data analysis skills;

» decision-making skills;

« influencing skills;

e creativity;

e integrity;

 initiative.
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6. Interview problems

Not getting interviews

Don't despair! If you are concerned about not being
invited for interview, you should critically review your CV,
application forms and covering letters. Ask a friend or
relative to look over your CV and covering letter. There is a
big difference between applying for advertised jobs and
sending your CV to a company speculatively. It is difficult
to get a company to see you when they haven't
advertised a position. Read the AGCAS Special Interest
booklet Applications, CVs and Covering Letters available at:
www.prospects.ac.uk/links/appsinterviews.

Are you making it clear that you know what the jobs you
have applied for involve? Have you a clear picture of the
sort of person employers are seeking? Are you being
unduly modest about your accomplishments? Have you
been focused enough in your approach or have you, at a
more basic level, not really thought hard enough about
what you want to do?

You cannot change your history but you can:

= expand, rearrange or alter the emphasis of your
applications (read the AGCAS Special Interest booklet
Applications, CVs and Covering Letters for more details
about writing successful applications);

= get more relevant experience by enrolling on new
courses, taking part in voluntary activities or finding a
temporary job;

« make an appointment to see a careers adviser to
discuss your concerns.

If recruitment in your chosen profession or industry
operates through a network of contacts, you may have to
consider starting at a more junior level than you would
normally expect in order to find out about potential
openings.

Getting first interviews but not second interviews or
offers

If you are getting invited to interviews you can assume
that, on paper, employers consider you capable of doing
the jobs for which you have applied. However, once at
interview, their opinion has somehow changed. Are you
able to substantiate in person the messages given in your
applications? Are you presenting a professional, confident
image at interview? Look again at the sections in this
booklet on preparing for interviews and ask yourself
whether you have been making adequate preparation. Be
honest with yourself — replay in your mind some of the
answers you gave, particularly the ones you found
difficult and consider whether you are actually pursuing
the right career.

It is always worth asking an organisation for feedback
after an interview; at worst they will say no and at best
you will receive a critique of your performance. It may be
that the impression that the interviewer formed of you
strikes a chord with your own reflections but it may be
that they have rejected you on entirely different grounds,
which you can try to address. If it isn’t immediately
obvious how you can improve your performance in future
interviews, visit your careers service and see if an adviser
can run through a mock interview with you so that you
can discuss where you're going wrong.

Getting to selection centres but not getting offers

It is worthwhile making some notes of your own, while
they are still fresh in your mind, about areas in which you
did well at the assessment centre and areas where, in
retrospect, you could have done better. Most employers
will also give you feedback on your performance. If you
were faced with a similar situation again, would you
react differently? How could you demonstrate the
qualities they want?




7. Job offers

What constitutes an offer?

An official offer of employment comes in the form of a
letter or document inviting you to accept a specific post,
which should be signed by someone in authority, e.g. a
manager of the organisation. It is possible that you will
receive a telephone call or email to offer you the job in
the first instance or be told on the day of your interview.
A formal written offer should include the following
information:

< your name and the name of the employing
organisation;

the date of the offer;

the job title and department/location;

 salary details;

« period of notice required for either party to end the
contract;

e your start date (it may state that this is negotiable).

It may also give:

« your hours of work;

« your holiday entitlement;

« details about pension schemes, bonuses, salary
reviews, company car schemes and other benefits.

If there is additional information you feel you need before
accepting the job, you should make contact with your
prospective employer as soon as possible.

CONDITIONS

The offer may be conditional upon a number of things:

« satisfactory references from your nominated referees;

< asatisfactory medical examination, either because of
the nature of the work or as a means of meeting the
requirements of the company’s pension scheme;

« aspecific classification of degree, either as a
requirement of the employer or an associated
professional body if professional training is part of the
job (if you don’t make the stated grade, don’t assume
that all is lost but contact the employer to discuss the
situation);

« satisfactory completion of a probationary period (the
duration should be specified);
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e acceptance by a given date (this can pose problems if
you have other applications in the pipeline — see
‘Making a decision’).

Making a decision

TIMING

A common problem for finalists and graduates can be the
timing of offers. The employer of your dreams is running
late in completing its selection process but you have had
an offer from another, less preferred, organisation.
Should you cut your losses and secure the offer you have
or take a risk, turn it down and wait for the one you really
want?

The following pointers may help.

« Itis worthwhile going to see a careers adviser to re-
examine your options and weigh up the pros and cons
of each. Think beyond starting salaries and look at the
total packages being offered: firm ‘A’ might offer you a
generous joining bonus; firm ‘B’ may offer better
training and prospects.

« Contact your preferred employer and ask how far they
have proceeded with your application and when you
are likely to hear of their decision.

« Contact the employer who has made you the offer and
ask if they are prepared to extend the acceptance date.

Above all, don’t accept an offer that you feel unhappy
about; you secured one offer — you can do it again.

It could be that you have an interview approaching with
an employer who you view on equal grounds to the one
who has made you the offer but would still like to go to
the interview to find out more. Explain to employer ‘A’
that you have another interview and, in order to make an
informed decision, you would like to attend. You can’t
stretch their patience forever — they need to know your
decision so that they can offer the position to someone
else, if necessary — but as long as you keep them
informed and do what you can to reach a decision
quickly, they should be happy. If the interview with
employer ‘B’ is several weeks away, you could contact
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them explaining that you have received another offer and
ask if the interview can be moved forward.

It’s worth bearing in mind that it can cost a company
over £10,000 to recruit a single graduate so it is
important for recruiters to secure the right candidate. If
you are pressured into making a decision quickly, ask
yourself whether you want to work for a company that is
asking you to make a hasty and ill-informed choice.

MULTIPLE OFFERS
If you are fortunate enough to have several offers and
there appears to be little between them, you may need to
revisit your original list of needs. Measure these against
things like location, company culture, approach to
training, how you felt at interview, etc. It is worth
trusting your instincts but you still have time to do some
extra research if it will help you make a better decision.

Try to answer these questions:

» What are the responsibilities, pressures and demands,
both intellectual and physical, of each job?

» Does the work that you will be expected to do conflict
with your values?

« Will you be given training? Few employers expect you
to be 100% effective from the start and most expect to
train you while you are working for them. What form
will the training take? Who pays the fees? Is study
leave given where appropriate?

* What will the salary be? How much of your salary will
be commission/performance-based? Are there
overtime payments? What are the opportunities for
promotion and salary increases?

If you accept a job and later find you have made the
wrong decision, all is not lost. Applying for other jobs in

light of this experience and with a greater knowledge of
your needs, skills, experiences and values, usually results
in a positive outcome.

Accepting or declining an offer

ACCEPTING AN OFFER

Write to thank the person making you the offer, using
any reference number they have given and enclosing any
information that has been requested. You should also
mention the date of the letter and quote the full job title
and starting date, if stated. Accept the offer and say that
you are looking forward to starting work with the
organisation. Keep a copy of this letter as, along with
their letter it forms your contract of employment. As the
word ‘contract’implies, by accepting the offer you are
making a legal undertaking. You should not accept a job
with the intention of rejecting it later if something better
turns up.

If you haven't received a formal offer letter in the post,
contact the company and ask them when you can expect
it. Even if the process has been informal, you are entitled
to a written letter of employment to which you should
also respond in writing. In smaller companies this could
be done via email.

DECLINING AN OFFER
If you decide that the job is definitely not for you, write
back, thanking the organisation for the offer and politely
decline it. You might find yourself working with or
applying to that organisation again at a later date so it is
worth remaining on good terms. Send the letter as soon
as possible so that they can offer the job to someone
else.
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8. Contacts and resources

AGCAS and Graduate Prospects products are available
from higher education careers services and on
www.prospects.ac.uk

AGCAS publications and products

AGCAS Special Interest booklets:

Job Seeking Strategies; Applications, CVs and Covering
Letters

AGCAS Occupational Profiles
AGCAS Sector Briefings

AGCAS Videos/DVDs:
The Assessment Centre; Selection Success in One;
Why Ask me That?

Graduate Prospects publications and products
Prospects Directory

Prospects Finalist

Prospects Graduate

Prospects Postgraduate Directory
Prospects.ac.uk

Other publications

24 Hours to the Perfect Interview: Quick Steps for
Planning, Organizing, and Preparing for the Interview that
Gets the Job, McGraw-Hill, 2004

Ace Your Case: Consulting Interviews, Wet Feet Press, 2005
All About Psychological Tests and Assessment Centres,
Management Books 2000, 2004

Beat the Street: The Wetfeet Insider Guide to Investment
Banking Interviews, Wet Feet Press, 2004

The Complete Q & A Job Interview Book, Wiley - John &
Sons Ltd, 2004

The Graduate Psychometric Test Workbook, Kogan Page,
2005

Great Answers to Tough Interview Questions, Kogan Page,
2005

How to Master Psychometric Tests, Kogan Page, 2004
How to Pass the Civil Service Qualifying Tests, Kogan Page,
2003

How to Pass Professional Level Psychometric Tests: Over
500 Practice Questions, Kogan Page, 2004

How to Pass Technical Selection Tests, Kogan Page, 2005
How to Pass Verbal Reasoning Tests, Kogan Page, 2006
How to Succeed at an Assessment Centre, Kogan Page,
2005

More Best Answers to the 201 Most Frequently Asked
Interview Questions, McGraw-Hill Education, 2001
Successful Interviews Every Time, How To Books Ltd, 2004
Successful Interview Skills: How to Present Yourself with
Confidence, Kogan Page, 2002

Vault Guide to the Case Interview, Vault, 2002

Websites

ASE-solutions.co.uk,
www.ase-solutions.co.uk/support.asp?id=62

How to Interview www.howtointerview.com
Psychological Testing Centre (British Psychological
Society), www.psychtesting.org.uk

Career Demon, www.careerdemon.com
Educational Testing Service, www.ets.org
Graduate Management Admission Council,
www.gmac.com

Morrisby, www.morrisby.com

Skill Studio www.skillstudio.com

Windmills Interactive,
www.windmillsonline.co.uk/interactive

SKILL (National Bureau for Students with Disabilities)
www.skill.org.uk
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What should | do next?

I:l Check the websites, contacts and publications listed at the back of this booklet.

|:| Speak to a careers adviser in your HE careers service for more help and information.

I:l Browse the Prospects.ac.uk website for graduate careers information.
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